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CHAPTER 2
Predicaments of Proximity
Revising Relatedness in a Warlpiri Town
YASMINE MUSHARBASH
Drawing on ethnographic material from participant observation-based research 
with Warlpiri people at Yuendumu (180 miles northwest of Alice Springs), I heed 
the editors’ call to rethink contemporary Aboriginal personhood in its normative 
and experiential dimensions by putting forward two propositions: (1) Most theo-
rizations of Aboriginal personhood, including the most renowned one by Myers, 
understood Aboriginal subjectivity as “grounded in the practical activities of 
band life” (Myers 1986a, 107). I propose that there is a need to consider the shaping 
of the person under new colonial and neocolonial conditions; and (2) that some 
of these transformed practices and experiences of being are of a different quality, 
affecting personhood in ways seldom explored (but see, among others, Burbank 
1994; Burbank 1994, 2011; Moisseeff 2011).
In order to rethink Aboriginal personhood in “a world of continual change” I 
narrow my focus to investigating one aspect of Warlpiri people’s experience of 
colonialism: sedentization. Warlpiri people have been brought together in settle-
ments in larger numbers and for longer periods of time than they had previously 
experienced. I am interested in how comparatively larger numbers and ongoing 
concentrations of residents living in close spatial proximity impact on Warlpiri 
personhood. The key concept through which I explore this is relatedness, arguing 
through my case studies that relatedness has become more multifaceted.
Relatedness is a fundamental notion critical to current Australian Aboriginal 
anthropology and central to most theoretical work on Aboriginal personhood. 
The terminology and conceptual framework was provided by Myers (1986a) in his 
seminal ethnography Pintupi Country, Pintupi Self. Myers was concerned with a 
social reality anthropologists had long been trying to capture: the ways in which 
Aboriginal people, who were able to categorize and relate to everyone around 
them as kin (referred to as a classificatory kinship system by anthropologists), 
distinguish between those who are considered relatives and those thought of as 
“others.” Basil Sansom (1980, 1982), for example, working in northern Australia 
and suburban Perth, called this process of social differentiation “mob formation.” 
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This involved the coming together of people from common places of origin, often 
kinsmen, but also the inclusion of others who “ran together” to form a current 
“mob” on more contingent bases.
Myers detailed how the Pintupi “cultural subject” (the term he prefers over 
“person”) is constituted through being continually engaged in resolving the ten-
sion between autonomy (or, in Aboriginal English, “being boss for oneself”) and 
wanting, indeed needing, to be with others. The latter was described by Nurit 
Bird-David (1994, 594), while working in a different (hunter-and-gatherer) con-
text, as “relating makes relatives—not a pre-given link in a logical template of 
fixed relationships.” Sansom named such practices of relating performative kin-
ship, illustrating how kin ties “are sustained only by and through adequate per-
formance” (1988, 171).
In Australian anthropological terminology, then, relatedness is the achieve-
ment of performative kinship. According to Myers: “[P]rocesses such as the 
exchange of food among coresidents of a band imbue “compassion” with a special 
value in Pintupi social life. . . . Defining the subject as substantially identified with 
others and evaluating action in terms of the postulated shared identity, this for-
mulation is grounded in the practical activities of band life . . . [and intensifies] 
the view of kinship as identity with others as part of the self” (Myers 1986, 107). 
Myers’s conceptualization has been taken up almost without exception by 
anthropologists working across remote, rural, and urban Aboriginal Australia 
(among a great many others, for some non-Central Australian examples, see 
Babidge 2006; Glaskin 2012; Keen 2006; Kwok 2011; Macdonald 2003; Poirier 
2005). Current Australian Aboriginal anthropology, including my own work 
(Musharbash 2008), places a firm emphasis on the question of how those people 
who “stay together,” “form a mob,” “share interests, time, and space,” do this; how 
they decide whom to do this with; and for how long.
I propose that the focus on achieved relatedness, while fundamental, detracts 
from consideration of contemporary relations not captured by or realized in 
relatedness, and indeed, relations that fracture relatedness. In other words, my 
chapter explores how these dynamics elaborated by Myers, which he appropriately 
understands as arising out of the everyday practices of coresiding in bands, were 
transformed in the context of settlement life. Such transformations of personhood 
through novel ways of relating fall into two distinct categories: intra-Aboriginal 
nonrealized kin relations on the one hand, and non-kin relations between Aborig-
inal and nonindigenous people on the other. The latter have been explored more 
extensively in the literature (see, among others, Burbank 2011; Burbidge 2014; Cow-
lishaw and Morris 1997; Cowlishaw 1999; Hinkson and Smith 2005; Kwok 2012; 
Merlan 1998, 2005).
This chapter constitutes the beginning of a larger project exploring these 
issues. Here, I limit myself to three case studies.1 The first two are from the intra-
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Aboriginal domain. One, the Case of Toby, is concerned with ending relatedness.2 
The second, about a fight between two cousins, investigates how kin can turn into 
what in Warlpiri English is called “enemy.” Both of these case studies flag the 
emotional toxicity that bad relations with kin in close residential proximity can 
bring about. The third case study is concerned with the emotionally empty con-
tent of Warlpiri/nonindigenous neighborly relations. This is a partial glimpse into 
one particular Warlpiri/nonindigenous relationship. I provide it as a counter-
point, an example of a kind of relationship that is neither positively affirming 
nor emotionally toxic. In the conclusion, I ponder the implications of what I have 
outlined for theorizing contemporary indigenous personhood.
Case Study I: No Food for Toby
In mid-2013, one of the first things I did upon my return to Sydney after a few 
months overseas was to ring people at Yuendumu (my main field site for the past 
twenty years) to let them know that I was back in phone contact. What ensued was 
a flurry of phone calls during which—true to Sansom’s (1980) much earlier eth-
nography—I received the “word” on a number of events that had happened in my 
absence and people deemed important I know about. Sansom defines “the word” 
as “outcomes of and grounds for interaction” (Sansom 1980, 22). One of these 
“words” revolved around a rift between Toby, a Warlpiri man in his twenties on 
the one hand, and his close family on the other, especially his mother, her sister, 
another sister’s son and daughter, as well as Toby’s mother’s mother. The word was 
that “Toby has a new wife, wrong skin [meaning wrong relation]. Brigid [his 
mother] is not happy.”
I received this version from all but Toby, with whom I did not speak until my 
return to Yuendumu a few months later. Angelina, his “close sister” (MZD—i.e., 
his “sister” in Aboriginal terms but “cousin” in European terms, his mother’s 
sister’s daughter) gave me more background on the developments that had taken 
place since I had last seen Toby. This had happened, in fact, on my last day in 
Central Australia, before I departed for overseas. I had picked up Toby from the 
courthouse, where he had been released from his custody on remand. I had orga-
nized a lift for him to Yuendumu, as he was out on bail and with a provision to 
not drink or leave his home community until his hearing a couple of months 
hence. As it turned out, he had been drinking a bit. To the great consternation of 
his family, he had also hooked up with a  woman in the wrong relationship. Toby 
spurned all his family’s entreaties to behave. He even had a physical fight with his 
“close brother” (MZS) Anton when the latter tried to talk sense into him.
At first, I was not sure of the intended meaning of the “word.” I was especially 
puzzled as I had been the one who had visited Toby regularly during his incarcera-
tion. Brigid, his mother, never visited. In fact, Brigid had not raised Toby, leaving 
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him as an infant in the care of her sister, Celeste, and her mother (and Toby’s 
grandmother), Polly. When Toby was in his early teens, I helped those two look 
after him, and have been very close to him since. So I was not sure whether the 
“word” was urging me to help mend the rift that all who spoke with me were 
clearly upset about or whether it was a call for me to fall in line with the rest of 
the family.
Angelina told me a story to help me understand. A few weeks before my return 
to Australia, she said, they were all at Celeste’s camp (where Toby used to live until 
he shacked up with his new “wrong skin” wife). Angelina herself was there, her 
mother’s sisters Celeste and Brigid, her grandmother Polly, her brother, Anton, 
and other family. They had not seen Toby in a while, as he had been living with 
his new wife in either Alice Springs or at the other end of Yuendumu, respectively. 
That day, though, he came to Celeste’s camp, stood at the fence, and said: “Hello, 
Family, I’m hungry. You got food?” Angelina said to me, “And we had lots that 
day, everything, meat because Anton had been hunting, and bread and drinks, 
casserole and take-away, everything.” Our conversation drifted on to other things, 
and it was not until that night that the image of Toby at the margin of the camp 
came back to me and began to haunt me. Who, I wondered, had given in and 
shared their food with Toby? I rang up Angelina the next morning and told her 
how I could not sleep thinking about poor, hungry Toby, and wondering who had 
helped him. Probably it was Celeste who gave in, she always had the softest heart. 
Or maybe Polly called a halt to her collective family’s hardness by giving her 
grandson some of his favorite bikkies. Did Anton break the spell of this mostly 
female boycott by giving Toby some kangaroo? Did Brigid nullify her call to shun 
Toby by giving him some tin-of-meat? Or did Angelina herself offer her hungry 
brother some of her delicious casserole? Angelina laughed. “No,” she said. “We 
stayed strong, nobody gave him anything.”
Angelina’s cheerless laugh provides the key to understanding the emotional 
dynamics underpinning this family drama. In order to make it legible, I contrast 
this example with two comparative cases well-known from the anthropological 
literature and presented in Myers’s “Burning the Truck” paper (1988a). Both are 
examples of what was later labelled “demand sharing” by Peterson (1993), con-
cerned here with the hiding of items—cigarettes, food—in order to not offend the 
asker by refusing to give. In the first example, Jimmy (who shows Myers how to 
hide his cigarettes) “took it upon himself to explain how I should not give my 
things away so easily” (Myers 1988a, 19).
The crucial difference between Myers’s example, where the cigarettes are hid-
den to have better control of access and over-sharing, and the case study about 
Toby is that, in the latter there is abundant and unhidden, but denied, food. More-
over, Toby is not visiting somebody else’s camp, but this is the camp that Toby 
himself used to be part of before he moved out to live with his new wife. Toby came 
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to his former home, we can assume, in minimal hope of getting a good feed, but 
his greeting “Hello, Family, I’m hungry. You got food?” seems more than a request 
for food. He is asking, quite literally, for his family to be family, to behave like 
family, to treat him like family.
“Among the Pintupi,” says Myers (1986a, 103), “the concept of walytja, meaning 
kinship or relatedness, is indeed critical to understanding social life, but their 
own emphasis is on the affective relationships among those who are relatives.” 
Myers’s careful elaborations of the concept of walytja as kin who share “the most 
intimate and basic experiences of social life, those of nurturance, sharing of food, 
labour and concern” (Myers 1986a, 110) is echoed in Warlpiri terminology and 
practice. Corresponding to the Pintupi case, Warlpiri employ three overlapping 
and related concepts:3 (1) ngurra-jinta—being one family, of one household, 
camping together; (2) warlalja—belonging to self, own, private, personal, belong-
ings, kin, relatives, relations, family; and (3) yilkajirri—company, companion, 
companionship, family, friend, countryman.
The three terms have in common that they all can be used to refer to “family” 
(in English), which is also how the term warlalja (clearly related to Pintupi walytja) 
is most often translated in everyday speech. Yilkajirri corresponds most closely to 
“countryman” in Myers’s sense, either referring to people with geographical asso-
ciations similar to one’s own (people one is related to but not necessarily currently 
interacting with) or people from elsewhere with whom, through long-standing 
coresidency, one has formed a close link. Most important for my current purpose 
is the term ngurra-jinta, which means literally “[of] one camp,” that is, those 
people one lives with, those Myers says provide “the most intimate and basic expe-
riences of social life” (Myers 1986a, 110).4 Toby is warlalja: he is Angelina’s brother, 
Polly’s grandson, and so forth. And for most of his life he was ngurra-jinta, living 
in the same camp as Celeste and Polly, being brought up by them, eating food they 
procured, sleeping under the same blankets, becoming a person in and through 
their company. When he asks: “Hello, Family, I’m hungry. You got food?” he is 
asking to be treated as he was before. He is asking to be accepted as ngurra-jinta 
again. However, as his family refuse to share their ample supplies of food with him, 
they deny the continuing existence of that bond. As Peterson (1993) elaborated, 
demand sharing is always about more than the item demanded; it is about creating 
social bonds through practice, and, as Myers shows, such practice is tricky.
It is illuminating to contrast Toby’s quandary with the second example from 
Myers, the “case of the hidden meat.” Here, the occupants of an outstation hide 
freshly cooked kangaroo and bush bustards when they hear people of a neighbor-
ing outstation are approaching by truck. Asked by the visitors if they have food, 
they say “Unfortunately, no,” whereupon one of the visitors, clearly not fooled, 
“Laughing and without rancor . . . opened a few flour drums until he found what 
he was looking for” (Myers 1988a, 22). Myers proceeds to elaborate on the identi-
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fication of Tony (who had hidden it) with the meat, and explains that no antago-
nistic sentiments flowed from his action, because more often than not Tony was 
generous. What Myers does not spell out, nor needs to, is how hilarity cancels out 
the potential rudeness of the affront of denying meat to one who asks for it. This 
freshly cooked meat is badly hidden. Its delicious smell surely must have wafted 
through the camp, and there were the telltale signs of the cooking fire and freshly 
plucked feathers—all this in turn is mitigated by the visitor’s comical search for 
the food. Moreover, as Myers elaborates, “the strategy of hiding one’s property to 
avoid either having to give it away or having to overtly deny the other is a com-
mon enough practice” (Myers 1988a, 22). So, no harm done.
But the question underpinning my case study is this: What about those instances 
where offence is intended? What about those cases where the social fabric is not 
affirmed but torn? What about those interactions where relationships are broken, 
not accidentally but intentionally, painfully, and purposefully? The “word” I 
received about Toby, as it crystallized, was a suggestion to me to fall in line with 
the rest of the family. My role was not to fix what was broken, but to ensure the 
continuation of the rift. In light of this, Angelina’s laughter during our discussion 
of Toby’s futile attempt to validate relatedness by asking his family for food cannot 
be interpreted as malicious. She is not laughing, at all, about Toby’s predicament. 
Rather, I believe, she laughed because for that instant we shared a flash of under-
standing of just how hard it is to maintain bad relations. Angelina had considered 
Toby ngurra-jinta all her life, and I had accepted him as an integral member of my 
closest Warlpiri network since I had first met him fifteen years before. The emo-
tional labor of maintaining—at least for now—a broken relationship is immense, 
and immensely painful. Moreover, this pain, in its frequency, is peculiar to con-
temporary times: one’s paths cross more regularly in a community like Yuendumu 
than they did in the past when people dispersed in bands across the Tanami.
Rather than Toby’s issues with the police, his family was concerned and upset 
about his new marriage (though they did see it as one aspect of a more general 
recent inclination towards misbehaving). Toby and his new wife are in a classifi-
catory MB/SD (Mother’s Brother/Sister’s Daughter) relationship, one of five “for-
bidden” marriage relationships as Warlpiri people see it. During Meggitt’s (1965b) 
time, less than 1 percent of married people were in this particular wrong relation-
ship, and only 2 percent during a census I took almost fifty years later, in the late 
1990s (Musharbash 2010a). In the past, there would have been enormous pressure 
from both families against entering into this kind of union, as there still is today. 
And during precontact times, elopement would have been the only way to main-
tain it.5 Eloping would have meant keeping social and spatial proximity to the 
“forbidden” partner while simultaneously creating social and spatial distance 
between the couple and either partner’s families. In the past, the couple and their 
respective families would have avoided each other, and made sure not to cross each 
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other’s paths (at least until “the dust had settled”). This has become impossible in 
the context of contemporary life in Warlpiri towns, and with each encounter the 
emotional pain reverberates with all involved. The next case study highlights a 
related aspect of this increased and encompassing social and spatial proximity: 
the stress of choosing with whom to align oneself.
Case Study II: Who Are You—Smith or Carpenter?
Tabitha and Bernadette are cousins, children of Maudie Carpenter’s son and 
daughter, respectively (see Figure 2.1). Tabitha’s father, Maudie’s son, was married 
many times, including at one point to Tabitha’s mother, who is one of the Smiths. 
Tabitha spent her childhood years away from Yuendumu with her mother and 
stepfather. In her late teenage years, she returned to Yuendumu and stayed with 
her paternal family in her grandmother Maudie’s camp. Her cousin Bernadette 
was staying at the same camp and the two became close. They started spending 
more time together as well as sharing childcare chores and sometimes food, 
becoming ngurra-jinta.
This happened at a time when Yuendumu was in the grip of a feud between the 
Smith and Green families. The Carpenters, on the whole, stayed neutral. How-
ever, the feud did come to affect the cousins Tabitha and Bernadette. Tabitha was 
related to the Smith family through her mother, and Bernadette was married to 
one of the Greens.
During a fight related to the Green/Smith feud, Bernadette’s daughter (one of 
the Greens) was attacked by members of the Smith family, including Juliette 
Smith (who is Tabitha’s mother’s brother’s daughter, see Figure 2.2).
Tabitha was present and did not defend Bernadette’s daughter. Neither did she 
aid her maternal cousin, Juliette. In other words, Tabitha tried to remain neutral 
when she witnessed a fight between people she was equally related to, who are 
both warlalja.
By the time Tabitha came home that afternoon, Bernadette—who, of course, 
had heard what had happened—was bitterly enraged. She was furious with 
Tabitha. She accused her of not standing up for and looking after family, by which 
she meant, specifically, ngurra-jinta. (Note that, although not about marriage, 
this situation was akin to “that wrong kitchen business,” which is what people at 
Wallaby Cross call it when a husband sleeps but does not eat in the same camp; 
see Sansom 1980, 246). Tabitha, in turn, was incensed that Bernadette expected 
her to take sides and thus choose between her maternal and her paternal cousin, 
both warlalja.
As a result, Bernadette and Tabitha had a massive row, after which Tabitha left 
Carpenter domestic space and moved in with the Smith family. Anytime they 
accidentally ran into each other anywhere in Yuendumu, a shouting match and 
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sometimes a violent clash ensued, until eventually Tabitha moved to another 
community. Bernadette and Tabitha became what in Warlpiri English is called 
“enemy”—former close family with whom one now fights.
This particular fight between cousins is one of a large number I have witnessed 
over the years.6 Such rifts follow clear patterns. I propose that the occurrence of 
such rifts, and the resultant emotional strains, are linked to increasing proximity. 
The equivalent of “that wrong kitchen business”—in this case study, living with 
one’s paternal family and not defending a member of that camp against a member 
of one’s maternal family living in a different camp—could not have happened 
when people travelled in bands during precontact times. No matter what starts a 
feud and how close or distant the original feuding families are to each other, 
eventually feuds broaden out and “hit” individuals like Tabitha. Being genealogi-
cally positioned at the fault lines created by specific feuds, such individuals find 
themselves inextricably caught between equivalent loyalties. Damned if they do 
and damned if they don’t, they inevitably end up fighting with either their mater-
nal or their paternal family. Or rather, matters are more complicated and poten-
tially fraught still, as there are four lines of descent to which people may feel an 
allegiance, as many a Warlpiri Facebook post attests. When relations are smooth, 
young people often post their first name followed by four family names, that of 
their Warringiyi (paternal grandfather), their Yapirliyi (paternal grandmother), 
their Jamirdi (maternal grandfather) and their Jaja (maternal grandmother). In 
this way, before the fight, Tabitha would have likely posted something along the 
lines of “Tabitha Carpenter McDouall Smith Gaverston,” or “Carpenter McDouall 
Smith Gaverston my families,” or “Carpenter McDouall Smith Gaverston 4eva.”7 
Becoming “enemy” also is announced on Facebook in the equivalents of “I’m not 
Carpenter,” “Carpenter not my mob,” or even “Fuck you, Carpenter mob.”
What strikes me each time I witness former ngurra-jinta turning “enemy” in 
this way is the venom and bitterness that each party feels. This is often verbally 
Figure 2.1. Genealogy of Tabitha 
and Bernadette
Figure 2.2. Genealogy of Juliette, Tabitha,  
and Bernadette
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expressed when talking about the other, and is much more poisonous than the 
talk of people who were less close before a fight broke out between them. In this 
regard, this case study adds the insight that, above and beyond the pain I tried to 
describe in Toby’s case study, relatedness violently sundered becomes emotion-
ally toxic. And furthermore, such toxicity is brought about not least because of 
the increased spatial proximity that characterizes contemporary life in the towns 
skirting the Tanami. In both examples, spatial distance (Toby returning to his 
new wife’s place at the other side of Yuendumu, Tabitha moving to another settle-
ment) provided emotional relief but no long-term solution, as the paths through 
and in between communities are well-trodden, and today spatial distance by no 
means entails separation: it is guaranteed that, sooner rather than later, people 
will run into each other!
Significantly, Warlpiri people are ill-equipped to not relate to kin when in close 
spatial proximity. Seeing close kin nearby means one of two things: relating posi-
tively if relations are good (moving physically closer still, engaging in demand-
sharing practices, talking, and so forth), or relating negatively (swearing, 
threatening violence, actual fighting). There is no template for relating to warlalja 
neutrally. There is, however, a template for relating neutrally to others.
Case Study III: Neutral Relations with Others
The most incisive social distinction at Yuendumu is that between Yapa, as Warlpiri 
people call themselves, and Kardiya, the Warlpiri term for nonindigenous people. 
My final case study is concerned with one particular kind of contemporary Yapa 
and Kardiya relations. Leaving aside, for now, Yapa relations with Kardiya during 
working hours, Yapa and Kardiya friendships, Yapa relations with Kardiya bureau-
crats, Kardiya pastoralists, and Kardiya spouses (all of which have been written 
about; see, among others, Burke 2015; Musharbash 2001, 2010b; Watts and Fisher 
2000), I want to focus here on Yapa–Kardiya neighborly relations. These are just 
the smallest aspect of the gamut of indigenous/nonindigenous entanglements (or, 
what in the literature is called the “intercultural”; see among others Hinkson and 
Smith 2005; Merlan 1998, 2005). Nevertheless, I find them instructive as a counter-
point to the previous two case studies exactly because they are quotidian, unex-
ceptional, and emotionally neutral.
As the contemporary form of Yapa–Kardiya neighborly relations directly 
traces back to developments set in train by sedentization (for a detailed ethno-
graphic exploration of a comparative example, see Trigger 1992), I frame my case 
study within a brief historical exploration. In the Tanami, sedentization began in 
the mid-1940s. In response to frontier violence, dire medical conditions, and a 
recent drought, authorities set up government ration stations on the fringes of the 
Tanami Desert. Most Warlpiri people were settled at Yuendumu, Hooker Creek 
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(now Lajamanu), and Warrabri (now Alekarenge). This process brought about 
immense transformations, including new food, time, and labor regimes. Another 
effect was the gradual normalization of living in close proximity to nonindige-
nous folk (during the “early days” only sporadically experienced when camping 
near the gold and wolfram mines in the Tanami or near pastoral stations). This 
new kind of proximity developed according to two distinctive patterns: the gradu-
ally closing spatial distance between indigenous and nonindigenous people in the 
settlements and the increasing heterogeneity of Aboriginal living quarters.
At Yuendumu, for example, Aboriginal people originally settled some miles 
away from the sheds and nonindigenous buildings that marked the ration depot’s 
center. People clustered in individual camps in the cardinal directions whence 
they arrived (Meggitt 1962, 55; Munn 1973,11). Named North Camp, East Camp, 
South Camp, and West Camp, respectively, each of these camps contained more 
people than a band did in the past, as Munn described:
Mt. Doreen, Mt. Allan (and Coniston), and Vaughan Springs are areas that represent 
for the Warlpiri general regions in which different sections of the Yuendumu com-
munity based themselves in the recent past. . . . The camps of each segment are oriented 
accordingly: Mt. Doreen Ngalia camp to the west or northwest, and members of the 
northern community of Waneiga Warlpiri camp with them; the Mt. Allan Ngalia (also 
linked with Cockatoo Creek near Coniston) camp on the east or southeast of the other 
camps; the Vaughan Springs (and Mt. Singleton) people camp in the southeasterly 
clusters. (Munn 1973, 11)
The four large Aboriginal camps, and the government ration station itself, 
were residentially segregated. Melinda Hinkson (1999, 18) quotes two Yuendumu 
men describing the initial setup:
in those days, the houses were just a few and only kardiya [nonindigenous people] were 
living in the houses. But us, we used to live out in the camps or humpies. We never used 
to sleep close to the houses or the settlement at that time. We used to be a couple of 
miles, or at least a fair way from the settlement and the houses. For water, the women 
used to come and collect water with buckets and billy cans, in the evenings and in the 
mornings. . . . kardiya doesn’t want yapa [Warlpiri people] to come in close up because 
they might steal something. And yapa doesn’t want to come in.
Over time, these original four camps shifted closer to the center of Yuen-
dumu. As the ration depot developed, first into a mission, then a settlement, and 
later a community, which today is called a growth town, they grew in size and 
population. Through intermarriage and swapping residences as the result of the 
need to move from the residence where a death has occurred, they became more 
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heterogeneous in composition (for more details, see Musharbash 2008). They 
also changed their looks: windbreaks and bough shelters built in the olden days 
were replaced by humpies, which in turn were superseded by a succession of 
state-provided housing (e.g., Heppell 1979; Keys 1999; Musharbash 2008). And, 
with time, Yapa and Kardiya ended up living next door to each other.
About half of the Yapa camps I have lived in over the past twenty years had 
Kardiya neighbors on one side or across the road. In almost all cases, Yapa knew 
their Kardiya neighbors, not just their names, but their stories, their quirks, and 
their foibles: who is generous and can occasionally be asked for a lift or for help 
with filling out a form, who is having an affair with whom, who is going to leave 
soon because they are homesick for the south. In this, Kardiya neighbors are 
distinctly different from strangers.
Myers contrasted Pintupi family relations and those with strangers as follows: 
“The concept of walytja can be said to define the moral order of Pintupi society 
as ‘family,’ in contrast to relations with strangers, which are full of fear, hostility, 
and suspicion” (Myers 1986a, 111).
Strangers are unknown Others, today either Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal. By 
their very nature, neither they nor their intentions can be known, and as a result 
suspicion, expressed spatially through distance, typifies the Warlpiri response to 
them. They can, however, become known and then change from strangers into 
either warlalja and potentially ngurra-jinta (if Aboriginal and from not too far 
away) or countrymen, yilkajirri, through coresiding. Crucially, such inclusion in 
the social cosmos depends on sharing in “the most intimate and basic experiences 
of social life, those of nurturance, sharing of food, labor and concern” (Myers 
1986a, 110).
Kardiya neighbors are different from strangers because they are known and 
familiar. However, they do not share in those practices that have the potential to 
transform strangers into family. Kardiya neighbors present the novelty of living 
in close proximity to people to whom one is not relating. No precontact model for 
living in close spatial proximity without social proximity exists.
The way Yapa resolve this conundrum is by not engaging with their Kardiya 
neighbors in the way they engage with their Yapa neighbors:8 walking over, 
visiting, shouting over the fence for sugar or tea or firewood. Rather, in most 
instances, avoidance characterizes the style of engagement with Kardiya neigh-
bors: as a rule (and there are exceptions), there is no verbal interaction over the 
fence, no demand sharing for food or money. In many cases, there is not even 
visual or verbal acknowledgment when the Kardiya neighbors leave or arrive at 
their houses (no greeting, nodding, waving). In fact, mostly, and conspicuously, 
mention about the comings and goings at the Kardiya house next door is not 
even woven into daily conversation.
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This case study thus attempts to capture that which does not happen. When 
groups of Yapa sit in the shade or next to a fire outside the conversation ebbs and 
flows. It meanders around daily gossip, stories from the past and those about kin, 
and always includes running commentary on those who are visible from the camp 
as they drive or walk past. There even is (always!) running commentary on what 
the camps’ dogs are up to. Crucially, what is not there, what does not happen, is 
inclusion in the conversation of what goes on in the Kardiya space next door. It is 
as if neither the space nor the people arriving at or leaving it existed. (Mind you, 
this blanking out of the other next door is mirrored; the Kardiya neighbors do not 
acknowledge their Yapa neighbors either).
I have long been fascinated by how, outside of business hours, Yapa and 
Kardiya residents of Yuendumu (or any other Central Australian town) live much 
of their lives separately despite their spatial proximity. I am keenly interested in 
how they live their lives distinctly differently despite their interdependency, or, as 
Cowlishaw, Kowal, and Lea (2006) put it, their “mutually constitutive self-under-
standings.”9 Most important in the context of this chapter is the following: the 
condition of living in close proximity to Kardiya neighbors without engaging in 
the “usual” practices of close proximity (sharing, nurturance, etc.) has extended 
the Warlpiri social cosmos. It now includes non-strangers one does not relate to 
and, through this, a novel way of relating—namely, not-relating.
This not-relating is qualitatively different from the affirmative positive emo-
tions of relating to family and the negative emotions of, for example, the suspicion 
felt towards strangers, the wrath felt towards “enemies,” or the pain felt when 
encountering former ngurra-jinta who parted on bad terms (such as Toby). Emo-
tionally, non-relating is neutral; it is empty. This does not, however, mean it is 
meaningless. Quite to the contrary, it requires effort experientially and norma-
tively. This is why I propose it needs to be incorporated into any model concep-
tualizing contemporary Warlpiri personhood.
Lastly, through such experiences with their Kardiya neighbors, Warlpiri peo-
ple do have a template for neutral nonengagement. However, it is reserved for 
nonengagement with persons who categorically, unequivocally are neither 
Aboriginal, nor kin, nor countrymen. And herein lies the rub. Such neutral non-
relating cannot be applied to warlalja, even those with whom one has argued or 
fought. To treat kin neutrally (for one reason or another) would mean to treat them 
as non-kin, and ultimately as nonpersons, causing offence, pain, and fury.
Most generally speaking (and in the spirit of providing grounds for comparison), 
during precontact times Warlpiri relatedness was expressed through proximity. 
If people liked each other, they travelled together, being and becoming ngurra-
jinta through performing numerous quotidian and non-quotidian actions 
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together in spatiotemporal closeness: sleeping, eating, hunting, yarning, dancing, 
singing, looking after children, mourning, telling stories, gathering firewood—
the list is endless. Naturally, there were limits to such a choice. Restraints were 
imposed by a person’s age, gender, marital and ritual status (for some of these 
viewed from a male-centric perspective, see Peterson 1978).10 Within these limita-
tions, however, there was choice, and when people did not want or ceased to want 
to relate to each other, all that was required was for them literally to go their sepa-
rate ways. The decision to split and travel in different bands increased spatial 
distance and, in tandem with this, social distance, through not sharing “the most 
intimate and basic experiences of social life, those of nurturance, sharing of food, 
labour and concern” (Myers 1986a, 110). Put differently, relatedness was experi-
enced, lived out, and expressed through and within spatial proximity, while social 
distance was largely instantiated by and reflected in spatial distance. 
This changed drastically (if incrementally) with sedentization, and here I have 
given only three examples of the consequences of this. The case study revolving 
around Toby highlights the emotional pain caused by continued spatial proxim-
ity when social bonds are suspended. The case study of Tabitha and Bernadette 
portrays the complications posed by being in close spatial proximity to a number 
of factions of one’s warlalja that are at odds with each other. It highlights how 
individuals located at genealogical fault lines created by feuds inevitably are 
forced to side with certain kin, resulting in bad relations with other kin. These 
two case studies document that sedentization has brought about new ways of 
relating to those in close spatial proximity to whom one is not currently relating 
(in the sense of ngurra-jinta). They highlight that, today, Warlpiri people increas-
ingly experience bad relations colored by negative emotions when “at home” in 
Yuendumu.
To sharpen my point, I do not wish to imply that, either in the past or in the 
present, ngurra-jinta relations were or are always smooth. Quite to the contrary, 
there are ample examples of band or camp members being exasperated or annoyed 
with each other and fighting (among many others, see Meggitt 1962 for a Warlpiri 
example, and Myers 1986a, 1988b; Robinson 1995, 1997; Sansom 1988). Nor was 
my intention simply to point out the negative potential of performative kinship 
(a brilliant example of which can be found in Sansom 2010). Rather, I wish to call 
attention to how increased spatial proximity goes hand in hand with increased 
frequency of experiencing the emotional strains of bad relations. The crux of my 
argument here is that the resultant emotional pain is coloring Warlpiri people’s 
experience of being in the world with increasing frequency. For this reason per-
forming bad relations needs to be taken into account when formulating contem-
porary understandings of Warlpiri personhood.
While my first two case studies also document how “family” continues to 
define the moral order (Myers 1986a, 111), the last case study depicted non-relating 
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to Kardiya neighbors as an example of novel kinds of relationships arising from 
sedentization and the arrangements that have accompanied it. As I have demon-
strated, relating to Kardiya neighbors is important because of the way in which 
Warlpiri people relate to other strangers, including other Warlpiri. While unfa-
miliar Warlpiri neighbors are encountered with suspicion, Kardiya are treated 
in a way that I have described as emotionally neutral, lacking both the positive 
affirmation of close relations to kin and the negative emotional toxicity of bad 
relations. Relations with Kardiya neighbors likely are different from many other 
Yapa–Kardiya relationships (for instance, in work situations, where negative rela-
tionships may develop). The importance of this case study, however, lies in its 
neutrality. It presents a new template of relating, though one that does not easily 
apply to people recognized as kin, or even as potential ngurra-jinta. In this regard, 
the case study performs two vital tasks. First, it highlights alternative ways of 
relating. Second, and by this very fact, it suggests a kind of structural change that 
is under way in Warlpiri ways of being in the world and relating to others.
I take both, the two examples of bad relations and the one of non-relating, as 
indicative of transformations in Warlpiri performances and experiences of rela-
tions to others (including kin). Such new ways of relating, as much as their emo-
tional impacts, are important steps towards understanding contemporary ideas 
of the self and Aboriginal ways of being in the world. This is not to say that relat-
edness as so masterfully detailed by Myers has stopped being of importance; it 
continues to shape Warlpiri persons (see Musharbash 2008). My suggestion is that 
we need to take into account other, emerging, ways of relating in order to produc-
tively broaden our understanding of contemporary Warlpiri personhood and its 
normative and experiential dimensions.
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Notes
1. In March 2014, I commenced a four-year research project on “Transformations in 
Aboriginal Central Australia: A Study of Warlpiri Social Relations in a Time of Crisis” 
under the auspices of the ARC. 
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2. All personal Warlpiri names are pseudonyms.
3. These Warlpiri-English translations are derived from entries in the unpublished and 
unpaginated lexical files of the Warlpiri dictionary being compiled by Mary Laughren, 
Robert Hoogenraad, and the late Ken Hale; hence they are not referenced in the text. I 
thank David Nash for granting me access to the files.
4. The spatial boundaries of such a “one camp” may include a number of actual camps/ 
houses. For example, Angelina only rarely lives in the same camp/house as Polly and 
Celeste; however, they spend much time together, share resources and responsibilities, 
and try to live as closely together as possible. In other words, even if they sleep in dif-
fer ent houses, for all intents and purposes they behave as, think of each other as, and are 
ngurra-jinta. 
5. A powerful example of such an elopement is portrayed in the film The Last of the 
Nomads (Kelley 1997), which documents the search for an eloped couple who stayed away 
deep in the Western Desert for decades after everybody else was sedentized. 
6. Another example can be found in the much publicized alleged machete attack of 
Basil Jurrah by Liam Jurrah—something that the press, whose understanding of feuds 
runs along well-drawn Capulet-and-Montague–style lines, could not fathom. 
7. Not everyone sees the four lines as potentially equal, depending on an individual’s 
residential history. Bernadette, for example, has always considered the Carpenter mob her 
ngurra-jinta, residing in their camps or in close proximity. Her other warlalja she sees less 
regularly and maintains less close relations to, which is expressed through sharing fewer 
resources, time, and space with them. 
8. Many Warlpiri people, however, do have what in Warlpiri English are called 
“friends”; for example, a specific Kardiya, whom they do feel comfortable asking for help 
and small favors, might visit occasionally for a cup of tea or dinner, go hunting with them, 
and so forth. It appears, though, that these “friendships” are fragile, not least because 
Kardiya often misinterpret demand sharing for “humbug.” This means that on the one hand 
Kardiya perceive themselves as constantly giving and on the other they fail to reciprocate 
by making demands themselves. I venture that such friendships have a larger chance of 
survival when there is some spatial distance between the parties; friendships between 
Yapa and Kardiya neighbors, as a rule, are short-lived. 
9. This certainly deserves more ethnographic attention and is part of my current 
research. 
10. Ethnographies of pre- and early-contact travelling groups provide some excellent 
examples of such choice (among many others, see, e.g., Davenport, Johnson, and Yuwali 
2005; Myers 1986a; Thomson 1975). 
Brought to you by | University of Sydney
Authenticated
Download Date | 4/17/19 5:18 AM
